A Comparative Study on Quality of Education Received by Students of Private Universities versus Public Universities  by Naidu, Prashalini & Derani, Nor Emmy Shuhada
 Procedia Economics and Finance  35 ( 2016 )  659 – 666 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
2212-5671 © 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-reviewed under responsibility of Universiti Tenaga Nasional
doi: 10.1016/S2212-5671(16)00081-2 
ScienceDirect
7th International Economics & Business Management Conference, 5th & 6th October 2015 
A Comparative Study on Quality of Education Received by 
Students of Private Universities versus Public Universities 
Prashalini Naidua, Nor Emmy Shuhada Derania* 
*College of Business and Accounting (COBA), UNITEN,Sultan Haji Ahmad Shah Campus, Muadzam Shah 26700, Malaysia 
Abstract 
This study is conducted to compare public universities and private universities in Malaysia and also to investigate quality of a 
university. This study focuses on the context where education and the satisfaction of students are the primary topic. Hence, the 
study focuses on undergraduate students in their second year of study.  The findings highlights the dimension or variable which 
affect private and public universities; quality of these university. It is found from the study that there are indeed certain elements 
or factors that differ between public university and private. The paper attempts to develop insights into comparative evaluations of 
both public and private universities from a student’s perspective in areas of satisfaction and quality. 
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1. Introduction 
     The goal of Malaysian government is to develop Malaysia in a way where it reaches year 2020 fruitfully. These 
objectives has paved the way for various exchanges in terms of culture, transfer of knowledge, export/import of goods 
internationally, and even the transfer of people across the border illegally or legally. On that note, a rather significant 
cause it has endowed upon us is the opportunity to receive education. Quraeshi and Luqmani (2008)  states that ‘The 
Malaysian case is interesting in part because it demonstrates how the country has taken an international approach to 
secure needed educational skills in business’. Lim, Yap and Lee (2010) further explains that there has been an 
increasing globalization in the sector of higher education for the past couple of decades. The demand in higher 
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education can be seen from the large flow of students studying abroad and the increasing number of colleges and 
universities providing educational services across borders. This trend has existed long before and studies have shown 
this. In Malaysia, the number of students going abroad for their business education continued to rise. By the mid-
1980s the economy was also growing at an accelerated pace and the demand for professionally trained business 
executives in both public and private sector organizations grew. With only six public universities in the country then, 
and quotas favouring Malaysian Bumiputras in admissions, many students interested in business education were going 
overseas (Schmotter, 1999 in Quraeshi and Luqmani ,2008).This proposal focuses on both private colleges and public 
universities in Malaysia. For this study, two different cases will be taken; one public university from the area of Bangi, 
Malaysia and another from a private college that is also from the same location. The overall purpose of the research 
is to investigate, analyse and discuss the differences associated with tertiary level education received by students from 
both these colleges/ universities.  Since there are many new and upcoming colleges/universities being introduced in 
the education industry these days, perhaps then this paper may be useful to provide new insights into the industry.  
      Student’s satisfaction is sometimes analysed based on the quality of education that they receive from these 
education institutions.  Quality or service quality as some would say is an essential criteria which assists students in 
determining the colleges or universities of their choice. According to Shekarchizadeh, Rasli and Tat (2011) service 
organizations such as institutions of higher education most definitely are under constant pressure to outperform their 
competitors in the name of upholding service quality. This might very well be the factor that sets a favourable 
university apart from the unfavourable ones. Now service quality may consist of a number of things. Some other 
researches would conclude that the choices and preferences made by a student on a specific college are dependent 
also on the performance and teaching capabilities of the lecturer.  Ollin (1996) states that the extent to which the 
lecturers become professionally trained and qualified may bring changes for the long term growth of the further 
education sector. Academic staffs have a place to play in the development of an organizations growth. So, does that 
mean quality is measured only by the service provided by the academic staffs? 
The Malaysian government should be given credit for formalising various attempts at improving the standards and 
quality of the higher education institutions (HEI) in Malaysia. One example of their success can be clearly shown by 
the Pahang State College of Professional Development. The Pahang State College of Professional Development is a 
private college in the business of providing higher education and training. In order to meet its purpose of providing 
high quality education and training; total customer satisfaction; continuous improvement in all aspects of services, 
among others, the HEI embarked on a quality implementation exercise in 1997 (Sohail, Rajadurai and Rahman, 2003) 
There are many more examples of how Malaysia has strived to help bring up its quality of education.  
. 
1.1. Research Objectives & Research Questions 
    Based on the above introduction and topic, the main objectives of this research proposal is to emphasize quality of 
learning at a higher level of education. The guiding question for this research study is: What are the benefits received 
by students and are we really satisfying their needs of education. Based upon the literature set within the years of 
education systems in Malaysia and abroad, I will answer the following questions:   
1) What are some of the comparisons between public universities and private ones? 
2) How satisfied are students with the quality of education they receive in private colleges and public 
universities here in Malaysia? 
 
 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Differences between private universities and public universities 
 
    There is indeed a difference between private colleges and public universities that have sometimes similar 
characteristics but also different attributes. Yahya Ibrahim in Tang (2012) states that ‘The private higher education 
has evolved more rapidly than the public system and it may be considered as supplementing and complementing the 
661 Prashalini Naidu and Nor Emmy Shuhada Derani /  Procedia Economics and Finance  35 ( 2016 )  659 – 666 
public higher education system’. This is evident from the study by Middlehurst & Woodfield (2004) which shows that 
even though there is a strong demand of higher education in Malaysia but the demand could not be met by the local 
universities. Clearly, private universities are giving competition to public universities in Malaysia. In fact it is wise to 
state that both institutions; private and public go hand in hand and are simultaneously growing at this point. In public 
universities, more than 60% of students are pursuing a Bachelors degree, with a significant decline in the percentage 
of students enrolled in diploma courses. On the other hand, 40% of students in private institutions are pursuing a 
Diploma level qualification and approximately the same proportion in the Bachelors degree programme. (Da, 2007) 
    Ilias, Hasan, Rahman and Yasoa in Hanasya, Abdullah and Warokka(2011) discovered that the contributing factors 
that could affect the level of students’ satisfaction were; students’ perception on learning and teaching, support 
facilities for teaching and learning such as libraries, computer and lab facilities, learning environment like rooms of 
lectures, laboratories, social space and university buildings, support facilities such as health facilities, refectories, 
student accommodation, student service) and external aspects of being a student such as finance, transportation. 
Student’s perception and thoughts on the learning and teaching were considered essential as this is the basis of higher 
education. Students must definitely look into receiving good teaching in a conducive environment for learning.  
     It is widely recognised that the availability and the quality of physical inputs also provide some indication of 
efficiency and quality of an educational provision (Fuller 1986; Johnes and Taylor 1990 in Wilkinson and Yussof 
(2005). The analysis of teaching expenses and cost indicates that the public universities spend more on classrooms 
and libraries, whilst the private colleges spend more on laboratories and computers. Thus, it appears that public 
universities have better classroom and library facilities, whereas the private colleges have superior laboratory and 
computing facilities. As a result, students may choose one of this institutions based on these factors.  
 
2.2 Quality of learning at a higher level of education  
 
    Quality has emerged as a theme adopted as higher education institutions compete with each other. (Sohail, Rajadurai 
and Rahman, 2003) It is not difficult to understand that quality is indeed essential for the growth of a college or 
university. Quality is always one of those criteria’s that makes an organization distinctive from others. Having this 
distinctiveness is a competitive advantage for them and it makes them unique.  
     The ten characteristics of a world class university as outlined by Niland (2000) in Zakaria, Ahmad and Norzaidi 
(2009) are quality of faculty, research reputation, talented undergraduate, international presence, proper usage of 
resources, alliances and networks, embrace many disciplines, technologically smart, practice the art of good 
management. All the above mentioned criteria’s are equally vital for the survival and development of a university.  
     On the other hand, AbuBakar in Zakaria, Ahmad and Norzaidi (2009) believes that, a world class university should 
have twelve characteristics. These twelve characteristics includes or consist of a broad range of factors from lecturers, 
students, administrative staffs and all aspects involved in the development of the university. The characteristics include 
among others; government accredited niches program, research and cross border research collaboration, the 
availability of staffs and students mobility program, the enrolments and the number of registered international 
students, the international awards from international institution, good governance and global recognition of graduates.  
     With all these important criteria’s, it is evident that quality is defined in broad terms and it consist of a variety of 
things. U. Lehtinen and J.R Lehtinen in Suuroja (2003) has mentioned that service quality comes in 3 dimensions 
which is physical quality, interactive quality and corporate quality. Gronroos 1982 in Tolpa (2012) introduced another 
famous service quality model in 1982. He defined two types of service quality: technical and functional. 
 
  
   However according to Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry in Shauchenka and Busłowska (2010) ‘SERVQUAL is a 
universal method and can be applied to any service organization to assess the quality of services provided’. This notion 
has been supported by Oliveira (2009) when she says that since education services have very focused characteristics, 
the SERVQUAL model must be adapted according to the most crucial determining factors: reliability, tangibility, 
responsibility, security and empathy, as introduced by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1985). The SERVQUAL 
model compares the customers’ expectation and perception of service in terms of tangible assets, reliability, 
responsiveness, assurance, and empathy. (Kitchroen, 2004) 
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     According to Holjevac, Marković and Raspor ‘The SERVQUAL instrument has been popularly used in a variety 
of service industries, including tourism and hospitality’. Although the SERVQUAL model has been widely utilised 
by both service managers and academics, there have been debates about various aspects of the instrument, including 
the use of difference in score, the reliability of the model, its convergent, its discriminant validity, and the applicability 
to the online environment to name a few. Brown et al. (1993) and Peter et al. (1993) in Ladhari (2009) showed that 
gap scores have poor reliability and issues with variance because the reliability of a difference score decreases as the 
correlation between its two components increases; moreover, Brown et al. (1993) questioned the construct validity of 
gap scores due to the fact that such scores are unlikely to be distinct from their component scores (that is, perceptions 
and expectations). 
     Taking the contrary view as well, Cronin and Taylor (1994) in Tan and Kek (2004) identified difficulties in using 
SERVQUAL. They recommended instead a performance-based measure that they called SERVPERF. (a service 
quality tool for measuring perceptions only). Apart from SERVQUAL and SERVPERF, there are also other models 
to be considered. The Importance Performance Analysis for an example conceptually rests on multi-attribute models. 
This technique identifies strengths and a weakness of a market offering in terms of two criteria’s that consumers use 
in making a choice; the relative importance of attributes and evaluation of the offering in terms of those attributes. 
SERVQUAL has been criticized for focusing on the process of service delivery rather than outcomes of the service 
encounter. (Buttle, 1995) 
     Since the introduction of SERVQUAL by Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry (1985), service quality has been 
widely researched and applied in different types of industries and field. Apart from being used in the education 
industry, SERVQUAL has also been used in the airline industry. In order to evaluate whether Malaysian consumers 
perceive that the airlines performed their services as well as expected, the SERVQUAL measurement whereby 
perception of the customers subtract their expectations was applied as a means of examining if ‘gapscores’ for each 
of the dimensions existed between customer expectation and customer perception of service quality. (Abdullah, 
Manaf, Noor, 2007) Only through the gap analysis will we discover the weaknesses and the missing elements which 
contribute customer dissatisfaction.  
     Apart from the airline industry, SERVQUAL has also been used in the hotel industry. Gržinić (2007) says that in 
hotel industry, service quality, as an extremely subjective category, is essential to the satisfaction of the customer. 
Hence it is imperative for managers in hotel industry to apply the SERVQUAL model for the measurement of service 
quality in their own hotel company, in order to satisfy the guest’s expectations and ensure a position on the growing 
global tourist market. Carman (1990) tested the generic qualities of the SERVQUAL instrument in three service 
settings – a tyre retailer, a business school placement centre and a dental school patient clinic. (Buttle, 1995) 
     It is evident from the studies shown by various authors that in spite of SERVQUAL having its weaknesses and 
flaws, but in quite a number of industries, it has indeed proven to be an effective tool in measuring service quality. 
SERVQUAL is being widely used to satisfy customers and essentially to get their views on the service provided. Even 
with the development and introduction of other new models for service quality, yet SERVQUAL still remains as the 
ultimate tool to be applied for measuring quality of services. As a result, similar to other industries, the education 
industry would also benefit from the application of SERVQUAL as a measure of service quality.  
     In the current environment where students require the best quality and the best education, I believe that 
SERVQUAL is the right tool to be applied to generate results on service quality in the education industry. 
SERVQUAL not only has various dimensions which will be able to measure the satisfaction but SERVQUAL also is 
well received by many critics whom eventually agree that SERVQUAL is contributing to the study of customer 
satisfaction and service quality. SERVQUAL still remains effective and will be used to access the quality of service 
of the education industry. 
 
3. Research Limitations 
 
    Limitations or weaknesses are identification of problems and are part of any research that helps to improve future 
research and studies in the same area. It assists the researcher to identify what went right and what went wrong. From 
the study conducted, it was identified that the research suffers from several areas. First, the sample size was perhaps 
rather small as the aspect of the study is on an important topic such as education. The sample size was taken only from 
one particular area which was Bangi, Selangor. Hence, it would do good to perhaps get a larger area for this study. 
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Besides that, the study only covered one private university and one public university. This may in fact limit the 
researcher’s respondents who are generally all students from Malaysia; which means other universities in Malaysia 
should be taken as examples too. Time constraint is another factor that has contributed to the small sample size as the 
questionnaires were distributed twice due to error. Hence, when error was detected in the questionnaire, time was 
already short and there was insufficient time to look for more respondents within the specified category. Another 
limitation was the choice of collecting data only from one specific category of students; second year degree students. 
It is possible that degree students in their third year were also able to answer questions on satisfaction and quality 
appropriately.  
4. Data Analysis & Interpretation 
    As the study conducted is related to education in the public and private universities, therefore the respondents that 
were chosen were students from these institutions. 100 sets of questionnaire were sent directly to students in their 
respective higher institutions. This was done between the dates of 18/2/2013 to 01/3/2013. However the first batch of 
questionnaires that were sent were identified with some major error, thus the researcher had to redistribute a new set 
of questionnaires on the topic for the respondents between 11/03/2013 to 22/03/2013. The main respondents that were 
taken were students in their second year of degree. These students were chosen because they have completed their 
first year of study and are able to evaluate the quality of the facilities and factors of the universities based on 
completion of their first year. They are also at their peak of college life where they are able to measure their satisfaction 
level.  All 100 samples were answered and the responses that were generated were indicative of what the results would 
be. 
Table 1 What does quality of an university mean to you? 
Compare mean quality by group studying in university 
  Group N Mean Std. 
Deviation 
t P 
Quality of faculty Private 50 4.56 2.59 6.11 0.001** 
  Public 50 2.18 0.94     
Research reputation Private 50 4.98 1.97 -2.87 0.001** 
  Public 50 6.08 1.85     
International presence Private 50 4.66 1.51 -4.08 0.001** 
  Public 50 5.80 1.28     
Technologically equipped Private 50 3.42 1.25 -0.27 0.79 
  Public 50 3.48 0.95     
Good management Private 50 4.18 1.48 -1.42 0.16 
  Public 50 4.56 1.18     
Government accredited program Private 50 2.96 1.70 -2.37 0.02** 
  Public 50 3.62 0.99     
Capable lecturer Private 50 3.24 2.29 4.24 0.001** 
  Public 50 1.60 1.50     
** Significant P<0.05 
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Figure 1:  Chart Compare mean Quality 
 
 
 
Table2 
Compare mean 
  Group N Mean Std. 
Deviation 
t P 
How do you rate the quality of service you have 
received so far? 
Private 50 2.72 0.67 -8.08 0.001** 
  Public 50 3.82 0.69     
How would you rate the quality of the lecturer's in 
your university? 
Private 50 3.16 0.89 -7.16 0.001** 
  Public 50 4.12 0.33     
** Significant P<0.05 
 
    Table 1 shows the perceptions of the respondents on quality of university. There is a prevailing notion that education 
has materialised as a new environment in which quality plays an increasingly crucial role. Within this context, concern 
for quality in higher education is perhaps at an all time high (Nielsen, 1997; Eaton, 1999 in Ismail and Abiddin, 2009). 
Hence, the survey questionnaire was design to include the question on quality. Being quality minded and quality 
concerned in education means caring about the goals, needs and interests of the students and other external groups 
(Whitaker and Moses in Ismail and Abiddin, 2009). Quality is sometimes subjective as different individuals and 
institutions define it according to various factors. For this study the factors for deciding quality of university are quality 
of faculty, research reputation, international presence, technologically equipped, good management, government 
accredited programs and capable lecturers.  
     By looking at the mean values, the private university respondents’ perceptions in ascending order are Government 
accredited program, capable lecturer, technologically equipped, good management, quality of faculty, International 
presence and Research reputation. The mean value of research reputation is the highest at 4.98 and the lowest mean 
value 2.96 was for government accredited program. As such the government accredited program has the lowest 
perception among the respondents. At the same time the private university students feel that research reputation is one 
of the most important indicator of quality of a university. Government accredited programs ranked the lowest for 
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private universities perhaps due to the reason that private universities do not feel that having a program accredited 
would be a competitive advantage for them. Hashim and Mahmood (2011) explains this by saying governing bodies, 
such as the Malaysian Qualification Agency (MQA) provide accreditation to quality programmes that fulfil certain 
standards. But how do Malaysian Universities attempt to remain competitive and maintain a sustainable growth in this 
volatile environment in which programmes have been seen to be globally homogeneous in nature, competitive in terms 
of pricing, and significant in location and branding? From this we can gather that a university program does not 
necessary require to be accredited for the university to gain quality status and recognition.    
     For the public university, the perception that quality of university means research reputation scored the highest 
mean value as well with 6.08 while capable lecturers scored the lowest mean value with 1.60. If ranked in ascending 
order, the meaning of quality of university to public university students are capable lecturer, quality of faculty, 
technologically equipped, government accredited program, good management, international presence and research 
reputation. It is somehow true that research reputation in public universities is an important determinant of quality and 
this has been proved by the awards and recognition that has been received by some Malaysian universities. University 
Science Malaysia is a good example of this. According to Amran, Khalid and Haron (2010) USM has popularly carved 
itself for being recognised by the Ministry of Higher Education as one of the four research universities in Malaysia. 
In 2008, USM gained the APEX status given by the Ministry of Higher Education, an institution to be accelerated for 
excellence and nurtured for world class standing. It is the only university in Malaysia that has gained this top status to 
date. The respondents from public universities have probably seen this noticeable trend in public universities, hence 
they feel this is a contributing factor for quality.  
     When compared each perception of quality of university among public and private university students, there was 
no significance for technologically equipped and good management because the significant value is more than 0.05. 
But there is significant for the perceptions quality of faculty, research reputation, international presence, government 
accredited program and capable lecture as all these perceptions’ significant value is less than 0.05.  
     In the aspect of rating quality of service, the private university respondents’ mean is 2.72 and the public university 
respondents’ mean is 3.82. On the other hand the mean value of lecturers’ quality rating in private university is 0.89 
and public university is 0.33. The mean score of the public university is better in the aspect of the services received 
by the students from the university and quality of lecturers in the university. The significant value for the quality of 
service of the university among public and private university is 0.001 and the same value is observed for the quality 
of lecturers in private and public university. Since both the significant values are lesser than 0.05, there is a high 
significant in the perception among the private and public university students about the quality of service received so 
far and the quality of lecturer’s in their institution. Academic staffs play an all-important role in determining the 
quality of the institutions, in the areas of teaching and learning, research and development as well as development of 
curricula.  Perhaps, that’s why the quality of lecturers or academic staffs are significantly important for both private 
and public universities. As discussed earlier, lecturers are vital people to the education institutions as they bring value 
and knowledge to an institution of higher learning. This is not an easy task and they should be applauded for applying 
the effort to do so. It has also been reported that the academic staff were known to place emphasis on service quality 
besides their primary role of teaching and research. (Hashim and Mahmood, 2011) 
 
5. Discussion & Recommendation 
    Based on the results from the study, it was found that there were not many differences between public and private 
universities as the respondents who were students provided almost similar comments or preferences for both higher 
institutions in Malaysia. The study reveals that the capabilities of lecturers in both public and private universities seem 
to be less of an important criteria for assessing quality. This was indeed surprising as academic staffs are crucial to 
the development of the knowledge of the students.   
     In the aspect of quality learning, the SERVQUAL model was analysed and compared with other models such as 
the SERVPERF and the importance performance analysis. Eventually, it was felt that Parasuraman’s SERVQUAL 
dimension is the best possible measurement used to help determine student satisfaction and also the quality of 
education given by the colleges or universities. In fact, in support of this, Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry in 
Shauchenka and Busłowska (2010) mentioned that ‘SERVQUAL is a universal method and can be applied to any 
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service organization to assess the quality of services provided’. So, it was also used in the literature review section of 
this dissertation to make it easier for all to understand what constitutes service quality. It was rather interesting to 
acknowledge the fact that many respondents defined quality of universities in different ways. In short, majority of the 
private university respondents and public university respondents felt that quality of a university meant research 
reputation.  
     This study only begins to reveal the educational institutions preferences of the students from a small number of 
respondents. Perhaps as a recommendation and for further learning purposes, the research should include a wider 
sample that would not just consist of the Bangi area. This study requires a broader view into what students from other 
areas of Malaysia would say. Hence, for future references a better population group must be chosen for the study. 
Some areas of the study were also not touched upon. For example, the cafeteria and eating outlet surrounding the 
university area were not mentioned and discuss further. This area would be an interesting topic to discuss as students 
are often hanging out in those places where food and beverages are close by. We can also gauge the quality of facilities 
more accurately if this were to be covered.  
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